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Antisocial personality moderates the causal
influence of costly punishment on trust
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Jan B. Engelmanna,b,c,1, Carsten K. W. De Dreua,d, Basil Schmide, and Ernst Fehrf
A growing literature at the intersection of personality
psychology and behavioral economics investigates
the interplay between personality and decision mak-
ing in social dilemmas (1, 2). Engelmann et al. (3) ex-
tend prior research in this area by investigating the
role of antisocial personality in the context of a trust
game with and without punishment. Previous research
suggested that the possibility to punish individuals
who fail to reciprocate trust causes an increase in trust
and trustworthiness (4, 5) but remained silent about
how antisocial personality affects the causal influence
of punishment on trust and trustworthiness.
Some older work in personality psychology
reviewed in ref. 6 relied on deception and used hypo-
thetical payments and scenarios. This methodological
approach is considered by many as suboptimal and un-
able to generate valid findings that meaningfully con-
tribute to theory (7). Accordingly, Engelmann et al. (3)
used an established approach from experimental eco-
nomics (nonhypothetical, fully incentivized, nondecep-
tive) and simultaneously investigated the role of
antisocial personality in trust, trustworthiness, and pun-
ishment decisions. Results showed that individuals scor-
ing low on the antisocial personality profile (APP),
assessed via a combination of established personality
questionnaires, extended and reciprocated trust irre-
spective of the presence or absence of a punishment
opportunity. In contrast, those scoring high on APP ex-
tended trust only when they could punish possible trust
violations (while simultaneously strongly punishing non-
reciprocated trust) and reciprocated others’ trust only
when their trustor could punish failures to reciprocate.
Schild et al. (8) do not question the validity of these
insights but suggest, without foundation, that the
data-driven approach to measure APP in ref. 3 ham-
pers understanding of antisocial personality. This cri-
tique is difficult to appreciate. The APP measure in ref.
3 has demonstrated 1) construct validity, in that it de-
scribes antisocial personality in the same terms as
other measures and theory on APP (table S1 in ref.
3), with the reverse-coded ANTI factor); 2) predictive
validity, as it clearly identifies behavioral changes in
antisocial individuals in the expected direction across
all stages of the trust game with and without punish-
ment; and 3) convergent validity, in that it strongly
(rs >0.70) correlates in the expected direction with
an alternative measure of APP (D, ref. 9) (Fig. 1A),
and with a general personality measure (HH, ref.
10) (Fig. 1B). Moreover, the APP measure in ref. 3
shows specific effects and has added value over
and above other personality constructs (emotional
reactivity, sensation seeking, trait anger, and impul-
sivity) that were included as control variables in all
regressions in (3).
From the size and directions of the correlations
shown in Fig. 1, it follows that antisocial personal-
ity may be a single rather than multidimensional
construct. In fact, antisocial personality, whether
measured with APP or the dark factor of personal-
ity, may be fully subsumed under the more gen-
eral dimension of honesty–humility (Fig. 1 A–C).
Whether core facets of interactive decision making,
such as trust and trustworthiness under punishment,
may be subject to broad personality differences as
assessed with the extensively validated HEXACO
honesty–humility scale, or more specific measures
of antisocial personality, remains a topic for future
investigation.
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Fig. 1. Correlations between the APP (using the original reverse coding from ref. 3), and (A) the dark factor of personality (D), as well as (B) the
HEXACO honesty-humility scale (HH). C shows the negative correlation between D and HH. Data are from ref. 8 and obtained from osf.io (11).
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